Kingdoms in Conflict 
Background to the Christmas Story

It is hard to work out from the Christmas story what was going on politically and what the great titles like ‘Son of God’, ‘Prince of Peace’, and ‘Saviour of the World’ really stood for.

What is fascinating is that the kingdom of Rome and the kingdom of God were each announced as the final kingdom that the earth would know.  They were, however, offering radically different realities.

Caesar Augustus was the Roman Emperor.  Thirty or forty years before Jesus was born he had been regarded as the one who saved the Roman Empire from civil war and collapse.  Because of this Augustus was given a raft of heady titles: Son of God, Lord, God from God, Redeemer, and Saviour of the World.  To apply any of these titles to the newborn baby Jesus would be regarded as mockery or sedition.  Since empires are always nervous about opponents, Rome was not laughing.

When Mary declares “My spirit rejoices in God my Saviour” (Luke 1.47) and the angels announce “Today in the town of David a Saviour has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord” they are not using quaint titles to make the event sound special.  No, to use such titles would have been regarded at the very least as subversive.  So from the moment of Jesus’ conception it can be seen that conflict was inevitable.

Luke declares in his gospel that Jesus is Lord, (i.e. not Caesar); that Jesus is the Saviour of the World, (and not the Roman emperor).  These are not empty phrases but are loaded words, heavy with meaning that would have been quite clear to first century people living in Palestine/Israel. 
In John’s gospel (4.42) many Samaritans from a local town believed the testimony of a woman Jesus had a conversation with.  They said, “We now know that this man really is the Saviour of the World."  

Mark begins his gospel with a bold statement, “This is the Good News of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.”  (Mark 1.1).  Son of God was a title reserved for one person only – Caesar Augustus.  It could not be applied to anyone else without committing  treason.

In the writings of St Paul we read, “If you confess with your mouth, Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved.” (Romans 10.9).  Jesus is Lord is not a churchy, religious phrase.  It is an affirmation that it is only Jesus who is governor of the world, not Caesar and the Roman Empire.  For many people this was a major turn around in their thinking.  It radically changed their allegiances.  So Jesus is Lord became a statement of protest against the empire, not the opening line of a worship song as we often use it today. 
In the angel’s message to the shepherds (Luke 1.28) we have the declaration, “And on earth peace to people of goodwill.”  Peace has always been an important part of the church’s Christmas message, but what were the issues around peace at the first Christmas?  Well, the Roman Empire was promoted as the bringer of peace.  Caesar Augustus had brought peace to an empire that was hell-bent on destroying itself.  So everyone (the whole world) had been brought under the peace of the Roman Empire (Pax Romana). 
The empire of Jesus, the kingdom of God, was to bring peace and well-being, not by military domination and political control, but by love, justice and forgiveness.  This is a different way.

Christmas is not about tinsel, mistletoe, food and presents but how we bring peace to bear on earth by the Saviour of the World lying in a manger rather than sitting on a war horse, dying on a cross rather than killing any opposition.

The big question today is, “What are the ‘empires’ that seek to dominate our lives that we need to stand against and say, ‘No, Jesus is Saviour of the World’?”

Revd Graham Turner
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